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Grasping Freedom: The Use of Hands in Toni Morrison's Beloved
by Elena Rudy, '97
The idea of power and control over oneself appears throughout Toni Morrison's novel Beloved.
Although she discusses power in many contexts, one of the most interesting ways that she expresses her
ideas of power is through her continual references to hands. One uses one's hands to write, to sculpt, to
draw, to mold, to destroy, to work. Hands are a means to power-either your own power or someone's
power over you. For example, without slaves' hands, the southern plantation owners would not have had
crops and profits. In Morrison's novel, a character can gain power only after realizing that her hands
belong to her and to no one else. Morrison uses this idea to advance her own attitudes toward slavery
and its impact on the American society of today.
The most obvious case of hands being the means to power emerges through the story of Baby
Suggs. Baby Suggs asks, "What does a sixty-year-old slavewoman who walks like a three-legged dog
need freedom for?" (141). She does not want Halle, her son, to waste his money paying for her freedom.
But when she steps onto the ground a free woman, she realizes the joy of being free. She no longer has
to answer to the white man. She discovers that only now can she truly own herself. Baby's first
realization of her freedom involves her hands: "suddenly she saw her hands and thought with a clarity as
simple as it was dazzling, 'These hands belong to me. These my hands'" (141): hands that slave traders
used to measure her worth; hands that did what the slave master commanded; hands that she never even
noticed because they always belonged to someone else. Now these hands are hers, and no white man
will ever own them again. Baby Suggs has discovered power through the ownership of her hands.
Perhaps Baby's self-empowerment explains why Morrison so often mentions Baby's hands in the
healing and molding of Sethe. Sethe says that "If she lay among all the hands in the world, she would
know Baby Suggs'" because Baby's hands "dropped just about anything they were doing to massage
Sethe's nape" (98). When Sethe first arrived from the South, Baby's hands caressed every part of Sethe's
body, helping her to recover from her horrific journey. Baby's hands started to remold Sethe into a free
woman. -But Sethe never has the chance to reclaim her hands and thereby realize her own power.
Instead, she loses all when she kills the already-crawling baby. Sethe's hands, therefore, can knead bread
and make food for Mr. Bodwin, but when it comes time for soothing, Sethe still prays for Baby Suggs'
touch. She needs it to calm her. In this way, hands have a spiritual, rather than a physical, power—they
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have the power of healing. But since Sethe yields to one spirit's touch, she is also vulnerable to another
spirit's touch—Beloved's.
Although at one point Sethe refers to Beloved's fingers as "heavenly," her hands, unlike Baby's,
do not always act in a positive fashion. For example, in the Clearing, other-worldly hands, that Sethe at
first believed to be Baby's, massage Sethe's neck, but then slowly begin to strangle her: "Harder, harder,
the fingers moved slowly around toward her windpipe, making little circles on the way. Sethe was
actually more surprised than frightened to find that she was being strangled" (96). Sethe realizes that
these deadly hands belong to the already-crawling, dead baby, but only Denver admits that this child has
manifested herself in the form of Beloved. Thus, hands have both a positive and a negative role in
Morrison's story. In either case, however, their ultimate value is to bring power—power to heal as Baby
Suggs' hands do or power to kill as Beloved's lineless hands attempt to do.
By mentioning that Beloved's hands have no lines, Morrison once again calls attention to hands'
central role in life and their significance in her story. All hands have lines, appropriately called life lines,
that represent the heart, the head, and life. But Beloved's hands are lineless, suggesting that she is a
spirit—an other-worldly being without a heart. Perhaps she represents slavery come back to gain power
over the characters who did not realize their autonomy. This idea certainly works in the case of Sethe,
who, after falling prey to Beloved's strangling in the Clearing, begins to give up her outside life. She
first decides that "the hand-holding shadows she had seen on the road [at the beginning of the book] were
not Paul D, Denver, and herself, but 'us three'"—herself and her two daughters (182). And later, Sethe
begins to yield to Beloved's every wish—giving up food for the ungrateful Spirit and sitting passively and
lamely in the corner not even brushing her own hair. She does not use her hands, her power, for
anything. Thus, slavery, in the guise of Beloved, has gripped Sethe once again.
Not until Sethe sees Mr. Bodwin, whip in hand, approaching 124, in a scene that loosely
resembles the earlier approach of the slave catcher and the schoolteacher, does Sethe show any emotion,
any power. Not surprisingly, her hands play a major role in this scene: "The ice pick is not in her hand;
it is her hand" (262). But instead of using the ice pick against her daughter, as she did eighteen years
earlier, she runs toward Mr. Bodwin. Sethe has finally realized some sense of her freedom and her
power: freedom to use her hands however she pleases and power to destroy whatever might get in her
way.
A cursory look at the last scene, however, which shows Sethe lying, "tired," in bed, seems to
contradict the idea that Sethe has realized her power. But looking deeper we discover that Morrison
wants to convey no such idea. She brings the power of hands and touch back into the story through Paul
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D. He "takes her hand. With the other he touches her face" and says, '"You your best thing, Sethe. You
are'" (273). She is her own "best thing" because she owns her hands now and thus controls her destiny.
She is no longer a slave to anyone.
This holding of hands, which Morrison describes as "His holding fingers . . . holding hers" (273),
recalls the image at the beginning of the novel when the shadows of Denver, Paul D, and Sethe all look
as if they are holding hands. At the beginning, however, none of the characters had dealt with his or her
own personal slavery. They had not reclaimed their hands, their power as autonomous people. Thus,
they could not hold hands in real life. Nor could they support another person, as Baby's hands so often
did. It took the lineless, heartless hands of Beloved—the hands of slavery—threatening to reclaim their
souls to make the characters confront their pasts. Only now could they claim the power that comes from
controlling one's own hands.
And in a more spiritual sense, the characters can now use their hands to help each other; they
have the power of touch, the power that heals. No longer must they rely on Baby Suggs' hands for
healing. Sethe can trust Paul D to "hold her feet"~a promise he made at the beginning of the novel,
symbolizing his willingness to support her emotionally as she tries to deal with her past. But he breaks
this promise when he hears of her scandalous actions. He had not dealt with his own fears from the past
and he had not reclaimed his own spirit; thus he could not use his hands to support or soothe anyone else.
In the end, however, Paul D's hands attain a healing power—he is going to rub Sethe's feet. The touch of
his hand awakens Sethe once again to the world, and the reader realizes that Sethe will no longer have to
pray for the healing touch of Baby Suggs' hands because Paul D will always be there to lend a helping
hand and to soothe away the pain and fear of the past.
Morrison's novel, more than dealing with the physical scars of slavery, focuses on the
psychological scars of slavery that persist even after the slave is free. Only Baby Suggs has overcome
her psychological wounds from slavery at the beginning of the story. Morrison uses Baby Suggs' healing
hands, so often sought by the ex-slaves, to show that this wise woman has gained power over herself and
has come to terms with slavery. Perhaps she dealt with the psychological aspects of slavery so well
because Halle bought her out of slavery; she did not have to escape and to thus experience all the
physical hardships and tortures that Sethe and Paul D had to overcome. In order to survive the physical
tortures, Sethe and Paul D allowed their psychological wounds from slavery to close but not to heal,
which means that these characters must open the wounds again in order for the wounds to heal correctly
without leaving scars. Once they confront their lingering fears of slavery, Sethe and Paul D will have
hands as powerful and as equipped to heal as Baby Suggs'. Therefore, slavery, according to Morrison,
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did not end when the slaves were freed, because too much psychological pain lingered.
The psychological scars of slavery still exist today, Morrison realizes. In a sense, Morrison
suggests that as a country, we need to open the issue of slavery up and confront it so that a more equal
society develops. Her story seems to argue that as a country we will destroy ourselves if we do not deal
with our past slave history as Sethe and Paul D did and if we do not reclaim all our hands—all the people
who live in America, no matter what his or her race or ethnic background is.
In 1986, a campaign called Hands Across America took shape to unite both sides of the country
from the Pacific coast near Los Angeles to the Statue of Liberty. People of every race, ethnic
background, and religion joined hands in what is considered one of the largest community gatherings in
the nation's history. The object of the project was to raise money for the nation's hungry and homeless.
In an abstract way, each person in the chain of people held hands with everyone else in the chain,
disregarding race, color, and religion. The chain could thus symbolize the diversity of our country and
our pride in this diversity. But Morrison would argue for a more concrete acceptance of our cultural
diversity. In her eyes, we must be willing to hold hands with our neighbor, whoever he or she may be,
before we have truly accepted the diversity of this country. Hands Across America is like the shadow of
Sethe, Paul D, and Denver—the potential for power and for healing is in each of them, but until they deal
with their pasts, they cannot touch each other and feel the soothing comfort of friendship. The novel
suggests that Americans today must be able to touch each other without noticing the color of the person's
skin before we will truly heal as a country. Only then have we erased the psychological scars of slavery.
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"What Separates Me from You Now?": Exposing the
Differences between the Male and Female Hero
by Margaret McGoun, '96
Can a female hero exist within the traditional hero structure? Is it possible to remove the male
hero from the myth and merely insert a female? Can she perform the duties of the hero as a female, or
must she shed her femininity for a more masculine exterior to function as a hero? And if she denies her
femininity, is she still a female hero? When a female is discussed in the hero structures of Joseph
Campbell, Northrop Frye, and Robert Ray, her role is usually secondary to that of the male hero. She is
an accessory that he carries with him as a badge of honor. Should the reader attempt to substitute a
female hero from the male hero, it becomes clear that the hero structure quickly disintegrates. A deeper
look at each of these hero structures reveals that a female hero cannot exist and that in order to have a
satisfying female hero a new structure must be established.
The traditional heroine of myth has been the passive female—the tragic beauty who waits for the
hero to rescue her from death or the clutches of another man. She is a heroine only because of her
association with the male hero, not because of any deeds of valor that she has performed. Western
culture has integrated this ideal of the passive female hero into all forms of literature and entertainment—
from novels to movies the female hero, in true heroic form, hardly exists. And that is not because of a
lack of mention of women in the hero structure; instead, it is due to the lack of strength in the women
who are described by men such as Campbell, Ray, and Frye. All of these men work women into their
hero structures but none create a hero structure within which a female hero can thrive.
In each of the three hero structures offered by Campbell, Frye, and Ray, the authors base the
structures on masculine characteristics that cannot transcend gender lines. To create a female hero who
retains her feminine nature, one must extract the characteristics that are specifically heroic and
specifically female. A masculine female is not a true feminine hero. A damsel-in-distress is not a true
feminine hero. Instead, a woman who is strong in her femininity and is not forced into a male hero
structure is the true female hero.
So, who is the true female hero?
Toni Morrison, Margaret Atwood, and Tom Robbins each offers a unique and compelling look at
the female hero. The heroines in the novels Sula, The Handmaid's Tale, and Still Life with Woodpecker
differ greatly from the female heroes as defined by Campbell, Frye, and Ray. Each of these authors has
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